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Chapter 1

Brian
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I shut the door to my truck and took a deep breath, unable to suppress a grin. I’m home.

Palm Beach High lay stretched out before me, a collection of gray buildings with the occasional panther drawing, prom poster or plaque on the outer walls. It was a lowly community high school to some, but the best place in the world to me. 

I passed a group of girls while walking across the student parking lot. A cute blond among the brood stopped mid-sentence when she caught sight of me. She forged a path between her friends, tousled her hair, and smiled. 

“Hey, Brian.”

I didn’t know her from Eve, but I smiled back all the same. “Hey.”

She twisted around to giggle with her friends. I smirked and continued on my way. 

“Brian!”

I paused in the middle of the hallway and turned to see the leader of the Mathletes approaching. He was panting when he caught up, sweat making his glasses slide down the bridge of his nose. 

“Tyler... dropped out of... Mathletes on Friday.”

I gripped his elbow before he could pass out on me. “Take a minute and catch your breath, man.”

He did that, pulling out an inhaler from his pocket. Two puffs later and he was breathing normally again. He smiled and pushed his glasses back, looking somewhat sheepish. “I’m good. So, I was saying...”

“Something about Tyler leaving the Mathletes? I already told you. I can’t jump in. The baseball championship game is on the same day as the Mathletes’ face off with Lakeview High.”

The kid groaned, shoulders sagging. “We’re doomed.”

I chuckled, and tapped a light punch on his arm. “I’m sure you’ll be fine. Sorry I can’t help. See you around.”

“I heard you won the game for us on Wednesday, Brian,” Mr. Henderson called when I passed by his open classroom door. 

I poked my head in the room to flash him a grin. “Sure did, sir.” 

He stopped writing the morning assignment on his whiteboard to smirk at me. “I hope you found the time to finish that paper on...”

“The effects of the feminist movement on today’s politics.” I nodded and waved a hand, already walking away. “It’ll be the first one on your desk come fifth period.”

A guy from the baseball team saw me from across the hall and came to thump me on the shoulder. “Thanks for catching that last fly ball on Wednesday night. I swear it came out of nowhere. I didn’t even see it until after you dived and straightened up with it in your glove. Man! How did you manage that? Weren’t you playing left-center?”

I shrugged. “You have to be ready for anything. That’s my motto. See you at practice.” 

While putting two numbers into my three number combination lock, the girl from my Friday night date popped up beside me. It was like being suffocated with a giant bubble gum wrapper. She reached up on her tiptoes to whisper breathlessly in my ear. “Hey, you.”

I leaned back as discretely as I could, smile frozen in place while I tried to remember her name. “Hey...”

“I had a great time on Friday.” She pressed her chest against me and smirked as if we were sharing a secret.

“Glad to hear it.” The lock popped open and the door swung out, giving me an excuse to put some distance between us. “Listen, I thought I was ready to get back out there, but Friday made me realize that I’m not over my ex yet. I don’t want to string you along, so... there won’t be a second date. I’m sorry.”

“You sure about that?” She clasped her hands behind her back, thrusting her boobs out even more. “Because I think we could have loads of fun together.”

I focused on her large nose, then her pouty lips, which were shimmering with way too much lip-gloss, and settled for a safe spot in the middle of her forehead. “Yeah, I’m sure. It’s for the best, but listen.” I draped an arm across her shoulders and turned her casually away, “If I ever get to that place where I’m ready to date again, I’ll call you, okay?”

“Okay.” She placed a hand on my chest, and reached up to kiss my cheek. “I’ll be waiting.” Then she sashayed down the hall.

I shuddered, wiped the lip-gloss off my cheek and returned to my locker. One of the greatest things about being the king of high school was also one of the worst: everybody wanted me, even people I didn’t particularly want. I glanced at the little square mirror taped up to the inside of my locker door and whistled. “You have to stop being so damn charming, Royland, or she’s never going to leave you alone.”

I ran my fingers through my messy-on-purpose hair. Turning this way and that, I watched the effects the fluorescent lights had on the natural golden highlights in my hair. A grin spread across my face. 

Even if I was less charming, there’s no way she could get over this face.

I slapped the locker door closed, turned to continue on my way and bumped shoulders with something solid. 

Eric held his opened soda can out before him, dark eyes examining the front of his hockey jersey.

I joined him in the search for stains. “Sorry, did you spill some on yourself?”

“I don’t think so.” My friend pointed at me with the hand that held the soda. “You should be more careful.”

“You shouldn’t walk around with an open soda while wearing white,” I retorted.

Eric shook his head. “Found a date for the prom yet?”

I surveyed the girls passing us. “Not yet, but I’m not stressing too much. I still have time.”

“You have six weeks, Bry. You’re out of time,” Eric said, leading the way outside.

“If all else fails, I could always go with you. Aren’t you going stag?”

Eric yawned. “I’m not going at all. You know I can’t dance.”

“I don’t know that, actually. I’ve never seen you dance.”  

“Hey, you can always take Hannah. Captain of the Cheer Squad is bound to have rhythm off the green.”

I wrapped my arms around my stomach, pretending to gag. “Take an ex to the prom? It would ruin me faster than zits and buck teeth.”

Eric gave me that parent look he so loved to give. “Life is about more than reputation, Bry.”

“Not when you’re the king.” We finally left the hall of lockers and entered the courtyard between the library and the English building. I smiled and winked at a group of cheerleaders. “Hey, how’s it going?”

They giggled and hurried on.

Eric rolled his eyes again. “What about your mystery running partner? Have you thought about asking her?”

“She’s playing hard to get. She still ignores me during fifth and sixth period.”

Eric stifled another yawn. “Do you even know her name?”

“Give me a break. I’ve only spoken to her once. What’s up with you? Why’re you so tired?”

My friend rubbed his eyes with his free hand. “Band practice wasn’t over until after midnight. We’re playing at the Black Java tonight and Will’s nervous. He wanted to make sure we could play every song perfectly.”

“Brian!” Alisha called from a bench by the library.

“Here we go,” Eric muttered when I stopped to let her catch up.

Our student body class president was wearing a bright pink camisole and jean miniskirt combination that was very flattering. She beamed at Eric before turning her attention to me and adopting a desperate look. “Tony’s not being helpful. Can you please tell me if these colors are too girly for the prom? I want to appeal to both girls and boys in the décor.” She shoved two color swatches in my face.

I gently brushed them aside. “Alisha, you have a party planning committee for these kinds of things.”

“But...”

I placed a hand over the small of her back and directed her to her bench, where Tony the apathetic vice president sat, staring down at his phone. “Listen, you have to learn to delegate or you’re going to drive yourself crazy. Trust me. I was student body president once too, remember? I know what I’m talking about.”

Alisha deflated. “Oh, all right.” 

I left her so that I could rejoin my friend.

“You love that, don’t you?” Eric said.

I gave him my best innocent look. “Love what?”

He snorted. “Never mind.”

“What were we talking about before...?” Remembering, I snapped my fingers. “Oh, yeah, Will’s dictatorship. Why do you let him call the shots? You should be allowed to call it quits when you feel like you’re ready enough.”

Eric opened the door to our English class and walked in. “He’s the songwriter and the lead vocalist. He’s earned the right to call the shots. We wouldn’t really be a band without him.”

I followed him inside. We were cutting it close this morning; the classroom was already full, and Mr. Farney was scribbling the discussion questions on the board. The monkey pointing his finger at me from out of the giant poster condemning tardiness seemed especially disapproving.

“What about your other vocalist?” I asked.

“Iris? Yeah, I wish she’d take over. She barely has the time to practice, much less write songs. She has a job and a big family.”

I did a double take. “Whoa! She has kids?”

Eric gave me a flat look. “No, stupid. She has a lot of brothers and sisters, and her mom is single. She has responsibilities.”

I eased into my usual seat towards the front of the classroom. “Ahh, she’s domesticated. No wonder you like her so much.”

Eric took the seat beside me and elbowed me in the ribs. “Shut up. She’s just a friend.”

I grinned. “Uh-huh. Sure.”

“I’m serious. She’s cool, and I respect her a lot, but she’s a little too intense for me. Besides, she’s way out of my league.”

“No one is out of your league. You’re Eric Tyson, the best Linebacker to wear the green and gold colors of the Panthers. Everyone remembers the number twenty-seven because of you.”

“Hey, Brian,” said the twin brunettes who sat in the next row.

I winked, and they exploded into a fit of giggles.

Eric chuckled. “Everybody knows my number because I hang out with Brian Royland. I’m just your sidekick.”

“Ever the lowly, Eric ‘The Tank’ Tyson.” Mitch sauntered down the aisle in his lazy gait and plopped down into one of the seats in front of ours. “At least he’s accepted his place.”

I poked him in the shoulder. “Thanks, Michelle. I know I can always count on you to destroy what I’m trying to build.”

Mitch shrugged and tossed his binder onto his desk. “I’m honest and I speak my mind. I have no regrets. Stop calling me that.”

“You’re feeding his low self-esteem, Michelle.”

Eric flipped open his notebook. “I don’t have low self-esteem. Did either of you do the homework?”

“I think it had something to do with Hamlet,” Mitch replied.

Eric frowned. “I guessed as much. We’ve only been reading it for the past three days.”

I unzipped my backpack and went digging around for my binder. “I did it. What’s up?”

“I had a question about...”

Trey slipped into the seat in front of Eric’s with his dark eyes dreamy and unfocused. “Natasha, Natasha with hips so fine. Come to my bedroom, climb by the vine... I swear, someday I’ll see her naked.”

We each took turns slapping him upside the head, starting with Eric and ending with Mitch.

“Quit being a pig,” Mitch muttered.

“It’s too early,” Eric said around another yawn.

“You’ll never get a girlfriend if you keep talking about chicks that way,” I said. “Have some respect, or at least pretend you have some respect.”

Trey scowled and rubbed the back of his head. “I don’t know why I hang out with you guys. You’re abusive.”

“You hang out with us because nobody else will take you,” Eric said. “If you weren’t such a potty mouth, maybe you’d have fewer bumps on your egg-shaped head.”

Trey patted his close-cropped curls, brow meshed in anxiety. “Dammit, I knew they cut it too short!”

“Stay away from Natasha,” Mitch said, wagging a thin finger at Trey. “I’ve been working on her for months. She’s mine.”

“I’m pretty sure a girl like Natasha would appreciate a guy who knows the difference between a good joke and a lame one.” Trey shoved the finger out of his face, causing Mitch to rock in his seat. “When’s the last time you smiled, dude?”

“Girls dig the tall, strong, silent types who have great hair.” Mitch gestured to his shoulder-length skater hair. “Everybody knows the short, Chihuahua chatter guys get on their nerves.”

Eric tried to stifle his laugh. I didn’t bother.

Trey’s eyes narrowed. “Did you just compare me to a rat-wannabe-dog that spoiled, rich chicks like to carry around with them?” A grin broke out across his face. “Right up against their boobs? Yeah, that’s the life for me.”

Our English teacher shot us a look of disapproval when Trey grunted three more times in pain. “All right, settle down.”

“Yes, Mr. Farney,” we chorused like good little girls.

Trey rubbed the back of his head for the second time. “How about we both go for Natasha and see who she likes best when the prom comes around?” He smirked. “Unless, of course, you’re afraid she doesn’t like you as much as you think she does...”

Mitch coolly leaned back in his seat. “Give it your best shot, freshman. It’ll be fun to watch you make a fool of yourself.”

Mr. Farney raised his voice so that he’d be heard over everyone else’s chatter. “Quiet down everybody. That was the late bell. Take out yesterday’s homework and we’ll go over the answers after roll call.”

Trey twisted around in his seat to beam at me. “I think I found you a date for the dance, Bry-Bry.”

Mitch rolled his tawny, emotionless eyes at me. “Don’t listen to him. He probably asked around until he found a desperate enough virgin.”

Trey shot him the stink eye before turning back to me. “I was talking up some of the cheerleaders and this chick walked past us. She’s smart, hot, and unpredictable. The cheerleaders hate her.”

“How do you know she hasn’t already gotten a date?” I asked.

Trey tried to conceal a mischievous smile. “Trust me. It takes a real man to ask her out. I asked around to make sure the cheerleaders weren’t just making shit up. She’s up for grabs. She’s not going to be easily wooed, but you’re always up for a challenge, right? I think you should go for it. It’ll be fun.”

“What’s her name? Maybe I know her.” I had to know her. I knew pretty much every girl in our grade.

“I’ll point her out to you at lunch,” Trey said.

“Why do I get the feeling she’s nothing like you’re making her out to be?” Eric asked, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

Trey tried and failed to look innocent. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I didn’t trust Trey as far as I could throw him, but Eric was right. I was running out of time. “Don’t fail me, freshman,” was all I said.

Trey scowled. “Stop calling me that.”

“Mr. Becker,” Mr. Farney said. “What did I just say?”

Trey swiveled around to face the front. “What?”

Snickers sounded across the room.

Mr. Farney wasn’t amused. “See me after class.”

Trey sagged in his chair. “Yes, sir.”

***
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Eric was late getting out of his third period class, so, by the time the rest of us had trekked across campus to get to the cafeteria, the line was so long that Eric was still standing outside his classroom. Trey was insufferable. Apparently, he’d missed breakfast that morning and was hungry enough to eat all of us. After twenty minutes of listening to him gripe, Eric snapped that it wasn’t his fault, and we should just be grateful that he’d saved us a spot at all. 

Finally, after a lot of grumbling and shoving, we walked away from the cashier with trays full of food. We shuffled to our usual table in the middle of the cafeteria. It was a well-known fact that I didn’t like to be disturbed while I ate, so there was no one lying in wait when we arrived. 

“Okay, freshman,” I said, once I was seated. “Where’s this perfect prom date you were talking about?” 

Trey looked around until he spotted her. “The right corner. Dark hair, listening to music and reading a book by herself.”

I easily found the girl Trey described.

She had thick, black curly hair that went down to her lower back, and bangs partially hiding green eyes. She tucked one of her long locks behind her ear to reveal small white earbuds and the cord that trailed down her hip into her pocket. She had a round face and perfect nose; not too long, not too short, and just slightly upturned. She wasn’t delicate or petite, but she was in shape, which was what caught my attention the first time I’d seen her running on the beach wearing only a sports bra and shorts.

Now, she wore a T-shirt with a foreign band’s name written all over it and dark skinny jeans with neon green sneakers. She dipped carrot sticks into a glop of dressing with one hand, and turned the page of a thick novel with the other.

There was nothing special about her that would immediately catch someone’s attention. If I was honest, the thing that struck me (aside from her awesome bod) was how real she looked. How natural, down-to-earth and smart. She wasn’t plastic, over-achieving or attention seeking in any way, which made her different than any other girl I’d dated. She was surprisingly... refreshing.

“Dude, that’s the girl who runs my route along the beach.”

Eric did a double take. “That’s Iris Newman, my band’s female vocalist.”

I perked up. “Seriously? Has she mentioned me at all?” 

“No, but that isn’t too surprising,” Eric said somewhat distractedly. “She doesn’t like your type.”

I raised my eyebrows. “You mean she doesn’t like handsome jocks who just so happen to be good at math and good with people?”

He finally tore his eyes away from Iris to give me an apologetic look. “That came out wrong. What I meant to say is that she’s picky when it comes to guys.”

Trey guffawed around his mouthful of chicken sandwich. “She’s picky when it comes to people in general.” He swallowed his mouthful of food. “I hear she has a serious chip on her shoulder and no tolerance for people she doesn’t like. Plus, she made last year’s wrestling champion cry.”

Mitch dropped his bag of potato chips, eyes wide. “She’s the girl who made Justin Mendez cry? What a badass!”

“Okay, you can’t just say things like that without telling the whole story,” Eric interjected. “He wouldn’t stop hounding her for a date so she did the only thing she thought would make him stay away. She’s not proud of it, but at least it worked, right?”

“What did she say to him?” Mitch asked with an eager smile.

“None of your business, Michelle.” Eric’s expression became less severe when he turned to me. “Don’t bother her, Bry. It’s not worth it.”

Naturally, my ego wasn’t going to let that one go. “How do you know how she’ll react? What is it about me that she’d find so repulsive?”

Eric sighed. “It’s not that. I know Iris. Under that tough exterior, she’s really great, but this past year has been hard and she’s still recovering. She doesn’t have the time or the energy to deal with too many people outside her own family. You start bothering her and I guarantee she’ll end up making you cry, too. That’ll look worse than you going to the prom dateless.”

I fought the impulse to groan. Serious baggage? She just became a lot less attractive.

Trey rolled his eyes. “Oh, please! He’s not asking her to marry him! It’s just prom night. I’m sure her job and family issues can be put on the back burner for a couple of hours. I know getting laid always makes me feel better. Maybe all she needs is some good loving.”

Eric rose in one fluid motion. For a six-foot-two, three-hundred-pound guy, he could move fast. He glared down at Trey. “If you like your jaw attached to your head, Gibson, you won’t talk about Iris ever again.”

Trey cowered in his seat. Mitch snorted.

Eric picked up his tray and shot me that same death glare. “Do what you want, Bry, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. There will be hell to pay if you hurt her. I don’t care how crippling it would be for your rep; I’ll help her kick your ass.”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “I’m not going to sleep with her. I just need a hot girl to walk into the building with me on prom night.”

“Then find someone else!” Eric snapped. “I’m sure there’s an airheaded bimbo freshman somewhere in this school who’d love to be seen with the great Brian Royland.” And, with that, he marched away.

“So much for bros before hoes,” Mitch muttered.

I rounded on Trey. “You really struck a nerve, Gibson. Couldn’t you have watched your mouth just this once? Now he’s not going to talk to us for weeks!”

Trey puffed out his chest and adopted a superior look, as if he hadn’t been about to piss himself a minute ago. “Just because the big guy threw out my real name doesn’t mean everybody else has to start using it. Who needs him anyway? All he does is bitch about the ‘bad’ and ‘irresponsible’ things we do. He was holding us back.”

I waved his words away, still irritated. “He looks out for us. He always has.”

Mitch munched on a handful of chips. “As much as I hate to stick up for Bry’s boyfriend, he has a point. Eric’s always had our back.”

“Whoa, Eric’s not my boyfriend!”

“He’s referring to your bromance, dude. We all know you dig chicks,” Trey said behind his hand.

“I don’t have a bromance with anyone! Eric’s just...” I tried to find a way to describe him without sounding like a girl.

Trey grinned. “Your bestest friend in the whole wide world?”

I slugged his arm. “This is your fault. Why’d you have to go and bring Iris into this?”

“I thought it would be fun to watch you try and ask her out!” Trey insisted, rubbing his arm. “We know you’re great with girls. Dating stopped being a challenge for you years ago. I thought this could, you know, spice things up for us... I mean, you.”

I glanced at Iris out of the corner of my eye. I had been considering asking her to the prom even before Trey brought her up. I had no intention of getting some that night. (I’d be the first to admit I was a flirt, but I wasn’t a sleaze.) I knew Eric had good intentions... but he had overreacted a little. He knew me. How could he assume the worst just because Trey said it? That stung, but what stung the most was that he had assumed Iris wouldn’t be interested in me. As if I wasn’t good enough.

“What’re you thinking, Bry?” Mitch asked. “You’ve got that look on your face.”

“I don’t know. It almost doesn’t seem worth it.”

“Are you going to let Eric tell you who you can and can’t ask out?” Trey challenged.

“Can it,” I snapped. “Eric isn’t the boss of me.”

Trey smirked. “You sure about that?”

I twisted the cap off my vitamin water and started chugging it.

Trey sighed dramatically. “All right, I hate to do this to you but you’ve left me no choice. I dare you.”

I choked on my drink. “How old are you? Ten?”

“Maybe if I word it differently, you’ll see how serious I am.” Trey’s smile widened as he leaned his elbows on the table. “I bet you fifty bucks you can’t get Iris Newman to go to the dance with you.”

Well, that did it. “You want to see me fail, don’t you, you little weasel? You’d love to see me make a fool of myself and then pay you for watching. Iris isn’t going to be a challenge. I’ll get her to go to the prom with me. I’ll get her to worship the ground I walk on like everyone else. You just wait and see!”

Trey’s smile never wavered. “Fine.”

“Fine!” I snatched up my plastic fork and dug into my spaghetti.

“Real mature, Bry,” Mitch murmured.

“Shut up!” I grumbled. “I know what I’m doing.”
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Chapter 2

Iris
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Brian Royland slipped into the seat next to mine. “Hey.”

I didn’t bother looking up from my book to spare him a glance. “Why do jocks always feel the need to bathe in cologne?”

“We just want to make sure we smell nice. What’s wrong with that?”

I turned the page, although talking to him was distracting. “You would smell nice if you hadn’t deadened my sense of smell as soon as you sat down. What’re you doing? You’re breaking protocol.”

“Change is good. What’s life without a little excitement?”

I snorted, eyeing our Government teacher over the top of the book. “Let’s hope Mr. Henderson agrees with you. He’s awfully fond of that seating chart.”

Brian flashed me that perfect smile of his. “I can make a lot of people agree with me. It’s one of my many gifts.”

I rolled my eyes. Oh, brother. 

“I’m sure it is.”

“You know. We’ve been playing this game for a while and it’s starting to get boring. How about we change things up a bit? What’re you doing Friday night?” he asked.

I smiled sweetly and tucked the bookmarker between two pages. “How about we don’t?”

The pearly whites retreated.

“I like the old game just fine. So how about you go back to your seat and continue admiring me from a distance?”

“Iris Newman, please report to M-9. Iris Newman to M-9,” said a voice over the loudspeaker.

My heart jumped into my throat. Rachel.

Brian’s expression changed as mine did. “Everything okay?”

I snapped my book closed and rose from my desk. “I’d say it’s been fun, but it hasn’t, so, later!”

I practically ran out of the room and down the hall. Wrestling my book into my satchel, I jogged across the grassy area separating my building from my sister’s. Then I threw the door open to M-9, prepared for the worst.

Mrs. Nichols taught the pupils in the class, all of which had scooted their desks away from one corner of the room where the janitor was mopping the floor. Standing next to him was my big sister, who was crying. A corner of her sunflower yellow maternity dress had a spot of grayish-green that hadn’t been there this morning.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she whimpered. “I’m so sorry!”

I sighed in relief. “Rachel, you’re fine. Stop crying.”

She looked up and waddled over to me with her arms outstretched, her red-rimmed eyes smeared with black mascara. She seemed so young then, so fragile. That familiar combination of sorrow and protectiveness made my chest tighten.

“Oh, Iris, it was disgusting!” she wailed. “I threw up again! Again, Iris! In the same classroom!”

I held her and patted her on the back. “Come on, I’m taking you home.”

She blinked away more tears, big brown doe-eyes worried. “B-but wouldn’t that be too much trouble?”

“Don’t worry about it.” I took her elbow, and guided her to the door. “I hate Government anyway.”

“Okay...”

Rachel usually put up more of a fight than this. She always reminded me of how important it was for me to graduate with good grades, even though she was the one doing senior year for the second time because she’d missed more school than all of my siblings combined. Well, maybe not all of my siblings. I wondered what was wrong while we made our way to the student parking lot, where my beat-up Mustang sat.

Rachel rolled down the window as soon as she was seated.

“I can turn on the AC,” I said.

She tried for a smile. “It won’t be as bad once you get the car going.”

I started the car and eased out of the parking lot, unsure whether to ask what was bothering her or not.

Her sandy blond hair rippled gently around the headrest when the car picked up speed. “So, I’ve been thinking about more baby names.”

I braced myself. “Okay, hit me.”

“What do you think about Craig?”

I crinkled my nose. “Definitely not.”

“Jordan?”

“It’s such an ordinary name. Not to mention uber white.”

Rachel frowned. “Fine. What about Kenneth?”

I scoffed. “Do you want your kid to be teased for the rest of his life?”

“Well, do you have any suggestions?” my sister asked with a huff.

“Umm, let’s see.” I turned onto the freeway. “How about... Elroy?”

Rachel raised an eyebrow. “Elroy?”

“Yeah, it means Royal in Latin.”

A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I see.”

“There’s Clem, which means Merciful in Latin. Damon means True Friend in Greek. There’s Curtis, which means Courteous One in Old English. Hmm...What else? Oh, Irvin is a good one. It means Handsome in Scottish.”

“I thought you didn’t care what I named the baby,” Rachel said.

“I didn’t, but then I realized that I’m going to be scolding him until he turns thirty, so I should probably have a say in what his name is.”

Rachel laughed. “No argument there.”

“Don’t you want to think about any girl names just in case the kid ends up surprising you?” I asked, glancing through the rearview mirror at the jerk that was tailgating me.

“I have. I like Raziel. I was thinking about Jane, but there are a lot of Janes out there already. I was also thinking about Zara.”

I shook my head. “No way. She’d get teased as soon as the other kids found out what it meant. I didn’t have a say when I was named, but I will have a say in this.”

Rachel blinked in surprise. “What’s wrong with Zara?”

“It means Princess, Rache,” I muttered.

“Dad obviously thought it was a pretty name. He gave it to you, after all.”

The ramp leading the way home came to view. I turned on my blinker. “That’s different. Iris Zara goes together. Both of their meanings...”

“...are what make them beautiful,” Rachel finished for me.

I spoke before the awkwardness could descend. “Yeah. If you just named the kid Zara, her name would literally be princess. That’s what you name a dog, not a little girl.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway, because I know it’s going to be a boy,” Rachel said with confidence.

“How could you possibly know? You’ve made the doctor keep the kid’s sex a secret during all the ultrasounds!”

Rachel put a protective hand over her belly. “I just know, okay?”

“Fine.” I drove us through our neighborhood and parked in front of our house.

Rachel sighed, forlorn eyes looking down at her hands. “I was thinking about Dad today.”

I prepared myself for waterworks. “Yeah?”

“How do you think Mom would feel if I named the baby after him?”

My throat ached. “Please, don’t.”

My sister looked up at me. “Wouldn’t it be a great way to honor him?”

I cleared my throat before it could give me away. “It’s a beautiful gesture, Rache, really it is. I just don’t think I could handle it, much less Mom. It’s still too soon.”

Rachel blinked back tears and nodded. “Thanks for bringing me home. See you later, Flower Princess.”

The world grew misty around me. I could hear my father’s voice, saying the name in every different way he knew how. It had been his nickname for me. Beloved when I was growing up, painful now that he was gone. Rachel shouldn’t have called me that. That’s not who I was anymore. She closed her door and waddled up the steps to our house before I could compose myself enough to give a response. I watched her struggle to unlock the front door and then she was gone. 

I wiped my eyes and turned the car around, trying to shake off the pain, trying to focus on moving forward. Doing what I’d been doing since we put him in the ground.

My hand went to my chest as I drove. I could feel the heart-shaped locket under the thin material of my shirt. I couldn’t remember the last time I opened it. I still wore the ring, too. It was silver, same as the locket, with my name carved on its surface in royal blue handwriting. They had been gifts from my father on my thirteenth birthday, and I hadn’t taken them off since that day.

It would be a year soon. I was dreading that date almost as much as Rachel’s due date. It was going to be an emotional bloodbath. I couldn’t wait to get past it.

I got back to school in time for sixth period. Joy. I hurried to class and endured another fifty minutes of Brian Royland watching me from his usual seat. 

“Hey, mind if I walk you to your next class?” he asked before I could escape.

I smiled. “I do, actually. Thanks for asking.” I slipped outside and lost him among the masses heading to their last period of the day.

Finally, I was rid of him. I relaxed into my seat and learned a good deal about chemistry. Unfortunately, that feeling didn’t last because there he was in the hallway outside the classroom, waiting for me when the last bell rang. How did he know where my seventh period classroom was? 

Stalker much? I walked right past him and his friends, The Pervert and The-Tall-Thin- Guy-with-the-Pretty-Eyes. 

Brian was starting to get on my nerves. He was way too perfect. Him with his perfect blond hair, perfectly muscled body, perfect tan, perfect sky-blue eyes, and perfectly straight teeth. Him and his perfect model father and perfect little sister and perfect Latina nanny in their perfect mansion by the sea.

Leah Royland attended North Shore Jr. High School down the block with my sister Sophie, who described her as (and I quote), “A perfect, spoiled Kelly Doll.” She was just as brilliant and popular as her older brother and into every extracurricular activity you could be into at her age; tall flags, dance, horseback riding and chorus. Everyone knew that she was raised by the Royland’s nanny since her father was never home, and the mother was MIA.

I shuddered in disgust. I didn’t even want to know that much about Brian and his family, but it was kind of hard not to when you went to one of the smaller high schools in West Palm Beach, Florida. 

Can’t wait to get out of this place. The frustration vanished as soon as I spotted Eric at the end of the hall.

“Hey, how’s the book coming along?” he asked, when I was close enough.

“It’s not what I expected, but it’s definitely something Lisa would read.” Lisa was our band’s keyboardist. “Nice, dark and bloody.”

Eric warily eyed the book’s innocent cover. “Really?”

“Yeah. The girl’s ghost gets revenge on the stupid boyfriend who set her up to get killed.”

We passed by a flier stapled to a tree that stood in the courtyard, announcing the Stand Hour coming up on Thursday. Apparently, we had a lot of activists and environmentalists at school. They’d probably bothered the principal until he let them have a chance to preach their gospels.

I groaned. “It’s a sign.”

Eric saw the flier and laughed. “Why, yes. Yes, it is.”

I gave him an exasperated look. “They’re announcing my doom in pink letters! That has to be a sign that Thursday’s going to be a nightmare.”

“Hailey’s still putting up her stand, then?”

I nodded gloomily. “She’s convinced it’s her job to save the Chinchillas, and I’m to be her partner in crime.”

Eric bit back a smile. “Thanks for that. I was having a hard time coming up with a convincing enough reason to not be available on Thursday.”

I sighed. “It’s going be a major hippie fest. You know Hailey’s the only hippie I can stand! Why does the principal give these people permission to hand out their fliers once a month during lunch when they all just get thrown away? If you ask me, it’s killing trees and hurting the environment. Hailey should be appalled, yet she’s printing up three hundred little green fliers for her stand.”

“Thursday’s a half day. Everyone will be preoccupied with grabbing their lunch and going home. I doubt you’ll have a large turnover. You’ll be fine.” Eric nudged me. “How’s Rachel?”

“Just peachy. The little monster is doing great, so she’s as happy as can be.”

Eric frowned. “Don’t call him that. You know you’re going to be fussing over him when he’s born, just like everyone else.”

I scoffed. “Nu-uh!”

“He’s going to look so cute that you’ll forget where he came from and love him unconditionally, and all will be as it should be.”

I seriously doubted I’d be able to love that thing, considering it came from a sleazebag who knocked up my sister on the third date, but I decided against saying this out loud. “Yeah, probably. See you at the Black Java.”

Eric nodded. “Later.”

We parted ways at the student parking lot. I climbed into my car and tossed my backpack in the passenger’s seat.

My little sister waited for me at the corner of the intersection by her school, chattering away to some girl I didn’t know. I stopped several yards behind them and honked when she didn’t come to the car right away. Sophie shot me a look that let me know she didn’t appreciate me rushing her. I honked again. Finally, she said goodbye to her friend and approached the car. She was a miniature version of Rachel with her thin build, blond hair and brown eyes. Unfortunately, they didn’t share the same sweet temperament.

She yanked the door open. “You’re so embarrassing! Couldn’t you just wait another minute?”

“No. Rachel’s home alone and Mom won’t be there for another hour.”

Sophie tossed my messenger bag over her shoulder and sat in the passenger’s seat. “She’s pregnant, not handicapped.”

“She’s as good as.” I took off down the street as soon as she’d closed the door. “If anyone tried to break into the house, she’d have no way to defend herself.”

“She could call the cops, you know.”

I scrunched my face at her. “Just put your seatbelt on.”

“Do we have to pick up Amy and Tristan today?” The look on her face told me she was dreading the answer. I didn’t know what the big deal was; going a little further into town to pick up our youngest siblings only took, like, an extra twenty minutes.

“No. Mom said she had a parent-teacher conference with Tristan’s teacher today and would bring them both home after that.”

Sophie let out a breath she’d been holding. “Good.”

Once we were home, I unlocked the front door and raised my voice. “Rache?”

The fat orange tabby cat yowled by way of greeting from his lair under the couch. The fat lazy Siamese cat napping on the rug opened one of his sleepy eyes to see who had entered the house and then went back to sleep. The fat friendly black cat ran out from her place under the table to greet us.

I took a moment to scratch behind her ears.

“Can I borrow the phone?” Sophie asked. “I need to call Molly.”

“That better not be the girl you were just talking to when I picked you up.”

Sophie pouted. “So what if it is? I wasn’t done talking to her when you pulled up.”

I wandered into the kitchen, hoping to find Rachel. “I’m sure that whatever you need to tell her can wait until tomorrow.”

Sophie scoffed. “Uh, no, it can’t! I just found out a juicy piece of gossip about Leah Royland. I have to tell somebody.”

I walked over to the back door and pulled the blinds aside. “Good luck finding someone who cares.”

Rachel was watering the flowers with our poodle and our St. Bernard in her shadow. I let out a quiet sigh of relief.

Sophie uttered a half-groan, half-shriek and then marched over to the stairs. “You’re so unfair! I can’t stand you!”

“Love you too, sis.”

She responded by slamming the door to her room and blasting her music. I trekked up to my own room shortly afterwards.

We had a fairly decent sized four-bedroom house. I just got stuck with the study because Tristan was the only boy in the house and needed his privacy. Rachel already had a crib set up in her room, and Amy was sharing a room with Sophie. I didn’t mind it too much. It wasn’t as if I needed a lot of space. 

I threw my messenger bag onto my bed and flopped down beside it. I could feel a headache building behind my eyes, which told me I hadn’t gotten enough sleep last night. I was tempted to lean back into my pillows and take a nap, but there wasn’t time. I had to be at work in fifteen minutes.

Five minutes later, I came back downstairs with my purse over my shoulder, my guitar case in one hand, and my car keys in the other. Rachel was in the kitchen making dinner and Sophie was still locked up in her room. The dogs assaulted me before I could get to the kitchen. I sighed in exasperation and gave up trying to reach my sister.

“I’m playing tonight, so I’ll be back later than usual,” I told Rachel over the excited barks. “Tell Mom good night, and give Amy and Tristan a kiss for me, will you?”

Rachel poked her head past the archway and smiled. “All right. Be safe. Have fun at work.”
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Chapter 3

Brian
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I rolled my shoulders and climbed out of the truck. I’d be sad when the baseball season was over, but I was glad to be home now. It was always hot here, but today had felt hotter than usual. I trudged into the laundry room and stripped off my dirty baseball jersey and pants. I left my cleats by the washer and then I wandered into the house and across the dining room area. I’d gotten used to the silence by now. I can’t believe it used to freak me out before.

My house was a bit wacky. On the ground floor, just past the front door, we had a sitting room with untouched furniture and a grand piano (which nobody could play). Across from that was the visitor’s bathroom and past that was a large kitchen with a single swinging white door. In the east corner there was a living room with a sweet leather couch set, a large flat screen TV, and a fireplace (which never had a fire in it). In the west corner was Meghan’s room and connected bathroom. The long dining table (which was only used during dinner time) was placed in the space between the kitchen door and the marble staircase. It wasn’t exactly a dining room, but that’s what we called it.

The upstairs consisted of Leah’s room and playroom (she liked to call it a TV room so it wouldn’t sound as childish, but we all knew it was a play room), along with my dad’s master bedroom and connected balcony that overlooked the sea and held an outdoor Jacuzzi. Then there was my room and connected bathroom, and the guest room that had been turned into my weight room. I wasn’t sure why we needed so much space when we were hardly ever home, but whatever.

I walked across the dining area to get to the kitchen for something to drink. Meghan was there, fixing Leah some chocolate milk. Thank God. There were only a few ways to get Leah to stop complaining about everything. Putting on a chick-flick and making her chocolate milk were two of those ways.

“Brian Dennis Royland! Put some clothes on,” Meghan said when she saw me. “You’ll give your sister a heart attack.”

I opened the fridge. “I doubt she’ll be permanently scarred by the sight of me in boxers since she’s seen me in trunks a million times before.”

My nanny frowned but said nothing.

“Is the little monster fully immersed in the world of Mean Girls?”

Meghan gave me a chastising look. “Be nice to your sister.”

I found what I was looking for and closed the fridge. “She’s not nice to me.”

“She isn’t nice to a lot of people, Brian. Be the bigger person.”

“What does she want this time?” I asked, as I leaned against the counter.

“A moped.”

I swallowed the gulp of Gatorade and gave her an exasperated look. “What does she need a moped for? She already has her own personal chauffeur.”

“That’s exactly what I said. Come here and give me a hug. I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages.”

I grinned and obeyed. I’d grown taller than her years ago, but I still felt like a kid in her arms. She didn’t care that I smelled like a barn. She was just glad I still let her hug me.

There was no one like Meghan. She was always barefoot, and preferred jeans and old flannels over the latest fashion. Her wavy black hair was always down (unless she was cooking), her dark eyes were always soft (unless, of course, I’d done something to deserve her anger), her face was always free of makeup, and she smiled and laughed easily. She was perfectly at ease wherever we lived. I never heard her complain. She was, in a word, amazing.

My nanny leaned back and brushed the hair out of my eyes. “You need a haircut.”

I stepped out of her embrace. “Nope.”

She grinned. “You’re going to have to let me cut it sooner or later.”

“We’ll see about that,” I said, on my way to the door.

“Dinner will be ready in ten minutes; shower and get back down here,” Meghan called after me.

“Yes, ma’am!” 

“Your father will be joining us tonight.”

I paused in the doorway.

“I just thought I’d warn you,” she said.

I forced my joints to unlock and twisted around to thank her.

“Hey.” She smiled a little. “I love you.”

Guilt made my stomach churn.

“Sex is for married people,” Meghan had told me when I was starting middle school. “It’s for mature adults who want the same things and have similar goals for the future. People nowadays treat it like it’s the most common thing in the world but being that intimate with someone means giving a part of yourself away. Only someone who is willing to spend the rest of their life with you will be worthy of that intimacy. Don’t hurt yourself, Bry. Don’t give yourself away so easily. It’s okay to wait, even when nobody else is. I love you so much, pequeño. I want what’s best for you.”

And I believed her. I just hadn’t been strong enough.

Hannah couldn’t understand. All guys wanted sex. We’d already done it once. Why didn’t I want to keep doing it? Was it something she had done? Was there something wrong with me? We must’ve argued for hours. As much as I cared about Hannah, I couldn’t lie to my nanny again, so I ended our relationship. We lied about our reasons to anyone who asked, and avoided each other at school because, for this lady right here, there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do.

I
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